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Women con tinue to rep re sent a grow ing per cent age of cor rec tional popu la -
tions na tion wide. The vast ma jor ity of these women are un der com mu nity
su per vi sion (pro ba tion or pa role). In 1998, nearly 1 mil lion women were

un der cor rec tional su per vi sion in the United States. Of those, 85 per cent, or over
800,000 women, were on pro ba tion or pa role (Bu reau of Jus tice Sta tis tics, 1999a).
Be tween 1990 and 1998, the per cap ita number of women un der pro ba tion su per vi -
sion rose 40 per cent and the per cap ita number of women un der pa role su per vi sion
was up 80 per cent (BJS, 1999a; BJS, 1999b). 

This sig nifi cant in crease in women un der cor rec tional su per vi sion has called at -
ten tion to their status in the crimi nal jus tice sys tem and to the par ticu lar cir cum -
stances they en coun ter within the sys tem. There is a grow ing body of data re gard ing
the char ac ter is tics of women in pris ons and jails (see Owen and Bloom, 1995;
Chesney- Lind, 1997); how ever, de spite the fact that the great est num bers of women
of fend ers are un der com mu nity su per vi sion, there is far less in for ma tion avail able
on their char ac ter is tics and needs. Fur ther more, lit tle is known about gender-
 responsive su per vi sion is sues and strate gies, treat ment ap proaches, and char ac ter is -
tics that con trib ute to ef fec tive pro grams and pro mote suc cess ful out comes for
women of fend ers (Bloom, 1998a). 

In or der to in crease the rates of suc cess ful com ple tion of com mu nity su per vi sion
by women of fend ers and re duce the number of women who are re- arrested and re-
 involved in the crimi nal jus tice sys tem, there is a need to de sign gender- responsive
com mu nity su per vi sion and treat ment ap proaches. It is criti cally im por tant to docu -
ment ap proaches that are re lated to posi tive out comes for this popu la tion, so that
prom is ing su per vi sion and pro gram mod els can be pre sented to crimi nal jus tice pol -
icy mak ers and prac ti tio ners.

Characteristics of Women Under Community Supervision
If we are to de sign ef fec tive su per vi sion and treat ment ap proaches that match
women of fend ers' needs, it is im por tant to con sid er the demo graphic and so cial his -
tory of this popu la tion, as well as how vari ous life fac tors im pact their pat terns of of -
fend ing. 

The char ac ter is tics of crimi nal justice- involved women re flect a popu la tion that is 
tri ply mar ginal ized by race, class, and gen der (see Bloom, 1996). 
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n Women of fend ers are low in come, dis pro por tion ately women of color, un der edu -
cated, and un skilled, with spo radic em ploy ment his to ries. 

n They are less likely to have com mit ted vio lent of fenses and more likely to have
been con victed of crimes in volv ing drugs or prop erty. Of ten their prop erty of -
fenses are eco nomi cally driven, mo ti vated by pov erty and/or the abuse of al co hol
and other drugs. 

n Women con front prob lems that tend to be unique to their gen der, such as sex ual
abuse, sex ual as sault, do mes tic vio lence, and sin gle par ent hood. 

n Simi lar to all women in the crimi nal jus tice sys tem, the ma jor ity of women un der
com mu nity su per vi sion are sin gle moth ers. An es ti mated 72 per cent of women on 
pro ba tion have young chil dren (BJS, 1999a). 

n Many women suf fer from some form of men tal ill ness or co- occurring dis or der.
Ac cord ing to the Bu reau of Jus tice Sta tis tics (1999c), nearly 8 in 10 fe male men -
tally ill of fend ers re ported prior physi cal or sex ual abuse. Of ten women en coun ter 
the jus tice sys tem as girls be cause they have run away from home, of ten to es cape 
situa tions in volv ing vio lence and sex ual/physi cal abuse. 

n They be gin to use al co hol and other drugs at an early age, and an in creas ing
number of stud ies have found a cor re la tion be tween ad dic tion among women and
his to ries of physi cal and sex ual abuse. In ter views with adult women of fend ers in -
di cate a link be tween their of fense and their his tory of vic timi za tion and
sub stance abuse (Belk nap, 1996; Cov ing ton, 1998). 

n A re sult of sev ered so cial re la tions, eco nomic vul ner abil ity, ad dic tion, and abuse,
home less ness is a fre quent com pli ca tion in the lives of crimi nal justice- involved
women (Bloom, 1998b). North and Smith (1993) re ported that home less women
are far more likely to have young chil dren in their care and to be more de pend ent
on pub li c as sis tance then their male coun ter parts. They are also more likely (23
per cent) than men (4 per cent) to be vic tims of sex ual abuse (North and Smith,
1993). 

In sum mary, the women in the crimi nal jus tice sys tem have his to ries of trauma
and sub stance abuse. Most are non vio lent and are not con sid ered to be threats to the
com mu nity. Their most com mon path ways to crime are based on sur vival (of abuse
and pov erty) and sub stance abuse. Their great est needs are for com pre hen sive treat -
ment for drug abuse and trauma re cov ery, edu ca tion and train ing in job and par ent -
ing skills, and safe and so ber hous ing.

Supervision and Program Approaches and Strategies
Crimi nal jus tice su per vi sion, pro grams, and serv ices have been based on the male
ex pe ri ence, pri mar ily due to the pre pon der ance of men in the crimi nal jus tice sys tem 
as com pared to women. Con se quently, the su per vi sion and pro gram needs of women 
have been largely ig nored. As a re sult of this lack of at ten tion to women un der cor -
rec tional su per vi sion, we have very lit tle em piri cal evi dence in di cat ing what works
for women of fend ers.

The goals of most pro ba tion and pa role agen cies are to pro vide for pub li c safety
and re duce of fender re cidi vism. In creas ing caseloads have made it nec es sary to fo -
cus on of fend ers who are at high risk to pub li c safety. Women, who typi cally com -
mit low level prop erty and drug crimes, are gen er ally not a dan ger to their
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com mu ni ties. There fore, they tend to be ig nored de spite the fact that their suc cess or 
fail ure has a pro found im pact on their chil dren, fami lies, and other so cial serv ice
sys tems. Fail ure of ten means a woman's in creased in volve ment in the crimi nal jus -
tice sys tem, which may lead to fam ily frag men ta tion. Suc cess, on the other hand,
can mean that a woman is in charge of her life, in re cov ery from trauma and de pend -
ency, and fos ter ing healthy chil dren and fami lies with re sources and com mu nity
sup port. 

 As a re sult of the over whelm ing num bers of of fend ers be ing placed on pro ba tion, 
the tra di tional means of su per vis ing both men and women has changed from case
man age ment to a sur veil lance model. How ever, re turn ing to a case man age ment ap -
proach and util iz ing a re la tional model of su per vi sion is a strat egy that may as sist
pro ba tion of fi cers in work ing with women of fend ers. Since women typi cally man age 

their lives in the con text of re la tion ships, build ing
trust with a fe male pro ba tioner is an im por tant step
in help ing her to be suc cess ful on pro ba tion. Fam -
ily men toring and/or other com mu nity sup port is
criti cal for a woman's con tin ued suc cess in the
com mu nity. En gag ing the fam ily, par ticu larly her
chil dren, in her re cov ery pro cess can pro mote suc -
cess ful out comes for a woman.

If com mu nity su per vi sion is to be suc cess ful
with women of fend ers, strate gies that are gender-
 responsive need to be de vel oped and im ple mented.
Ef fec tive su per vi sion strate gies and pro gram ming
for women should be tai lored to their unique situa -
tions and re flect women's path ways into the crimi -
nal jus tice sys tem. These strate gies and pro grams
should be based on sound theo reti cal ap proaches to 
treat ment, asset- based, multi- modal, and sen si tive
to the dif fer ences among women (Cov ing ton,
1998). 

What Works?
Re search sup ported by the Na tional In sti tute of
Cor rec tions and con ducted by Aus tin, Bloom, and
Do na hue (1992) iden ti fied ef fec tive strate gies for
work ing with women of fend ers in com mu nity cor -
rec tional set tings. This study found that the most
prom is ing community- based pro grams for women
of fend ers did not em ploy the medi cal or clini cal
model of cor rec tional treat ment. In stead, they
worked with cli ents to broaden their range of re -
sponses to vari ous types of be hav ior and needs, en -
hanc ing their cop ing and decision- making skills.
These pro grams use an “em pow er ment” model of
skill build ing to de velop com pe ten cies that en able

women to achieve in de pend ence. In ad di tion, ef fec tive thera peu tic ap proaches are
mul ti di men sional; they deal with spe cific women's is sues, in clud ing sub stance
abuse, do mes tic vio lence, sex ual abuse, preg nancy and par ent ing, re la tion ships, and
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Core Con cepts for De vel op ing Gender-
 Responsive Pro grams (see Bloom and 
Cov ing ton, 1998)

n Equal ity does not mean same ness; equal ity of
serv ice de liv ery is not sim ply about pro vid ing
women ac cess to serv ices tra di tion ally re served
for men. Equal ity must be de fined in terms of
pro vid ing op por tu ni ties that are rele vant to each
gen der. Thus, serv ices and in ter ven tions may
ap pear very dif fer ent de pend ing on to whom
they are be ing de liv ered.

n Gender- responsive pro grams are not sim ply
“women only” pro grams that were de signed for
men.

n Fe males' sense of self is mani fested and de vel -
ops dif fer ently in female- specific groups as
op posed to coed groups.

n The unique needs and is sues of women should
be ad dressed in a safe, trust ing, and sup por tive
women- focused en vi ron ment.

n When ever pos si ble, women should be treated in
the least re stric tive pro gram ming en vi ron ment
avail able. The level of se cu rity should de pend on 
both treat ment needs and con cern for pub li c
safety.

n Pro grams should pro mote cul tural aware ness
and sen si tiv ity and should draw on the cul tural
re sources and strengths in vari ous com mu ni ties.



gen der bias. Other stud ies of women of fend ers high light the im por tance of re la tion -
ships and the fact that crimi nal in volve ment is of ten con nected to re la tion ships with
fam ily mem bers or sig nifi cant oth ers (Owen and Bloom, 1995; Owen, 1998).

The Na tional In sti tute of Cor rec tions has found that a system- wide ap proach is es -
sen tial to ef fec tively ad dress the needs of this popu la tion. In a system- wide ap -
proach, agen cies rec og nize the in ter re lated na ture of crimi nal jus tice and hu man
serv ices sys tems, in clud ing the com mu nity, the courts, cor rec tions, and other or gani -
za tions. The ap proach in volves bring ing key sys tem play ers to the ta ble to ana lyze
avail able in for ma tion, de velop shared ob jec tives, and im ple ment pol icy on this
popu la tion at each de ci sion point in the sys tem.

Spe cific strate gies that may be use ful to a pro ba tion or pa role de part ment in clude:

n De vel op ing com pre hen sive screen ing and as sess ment tools that have been
vali dated on a fe male popu la tion. These tools need not come from the field of
cor rec tions; in fact, some valu able screen ing and as sess ment tools come from the
fields of chemi cal de pend ency, pub li c health, men tal health, and so cial serv ices.
These as sess ments may be help ful in re fer ring women to an ap pro pri ate in ter ven -
tion.

n Im ple ment ing women- only caseloads su per vised by pro ba tion or pa role of fi -
cers in ter ested and trained in the is sues of women of fend ers. In di vidu al ized case
plan ning and re fer rals to ap pro pri ate community- based agen cies can also help
women to suc cess fully com plete pro ba tion or pa role. 

n Be com ing ad vo cates. This ap proach is not al ways looked upon fa vora bly by
com mu nity cor rec tions agen cies, but it is an im por tant part of su per vi sion serv -
ices. Be cause women com prise such a small pro por tion of the to tal of fender
popu la tion, their needs tend to be over looked in de part men tal plan ning ef forts.
Con se quently, ad vo cacy ef forts should be a part of pro ba tion and/or pa role work
with women of fend ers. 

From an or gan iza tional stand point, it is also im por tant to have man age ment sup -
port and a mis sion state ment that in cludes gender- responsive prin ci ples. 

The fol low ing are key as pects of the com mu nity cor rec tions busi ness which re -
quire thought ful re view and de vel op ment of gender- responsive ap proaches in or der
to im prove out comes for women un der com mu nity su per vi sion:

n Ef fec tive as sess ment and clas si fi ca tion tools (risk, needs, pre- trial re lease,
health/men tal health, sub stance abuse, em ploy abil ity);

n Phi loso phy of su per vi sion (sur veil lance vs. treat ment);

n Con tent of su per vi sion (ad dress women's needs);

n Model of su per vi sion (re la tional, case man age ment, team ap proach, in di vid ual
and/or group coun sel ing);

n Re la tion ship to the com mu nity (what serv ices are avail able and who is re spon si -
ble for de liv ery; what needs are bet ter met by com mu nity agen cies);

n Re cruit ment, train ing, edu ca tion, and at trib utes of pro ba tion and pa role of fi cers
su per vis ing women (cross- training);
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n Caseload, work load size, and spe cial ized caseloads (gender- responsive; men tal
health);

n Rules of su per vi sion—are they gender- responsive?; and

n Emerg ing trends in sanc tion ing that may be more ef fec tive in work ing with
women (e.g., re stora tive jus tice, fam ily group con fer enc ing).

Su per vi sion ap proaches need to fo cus on is sues such as cross- gender su per vi sion,
ap pro pri ate re la tion ships be tween staff and of fend ers, and gender- responsive in ter -
ven tions for women of fend ers. Cor rec tional prac ti tio ners need cur rent in for ma tion
re gard ing prom is ing ap proaches to men tal health prob lems, sub stance abuse, and
trauma. Gender- responsive cur ric ula and train ing pro grams need to be de vel oped for 
cor rec tional ad min is tra tors, staff, and pro gram pro vid ers. A pro ba tion or pa role of fi -
cer who has a com pre hen sive knowl edge of serv ices for women in the com mu nity
can make re fer rals to agen cies and or gani za tions that spe cifi cally ad dress women's
needs; these may in clude health clin ics, sub stance abuse treat ment, sup port groups,
do mes tic vio lence, and other so cial serv ices. 

Women's Treatment Issues and Needs
As the re search lit era ture sug gests, sub stance abuse is a pri mary fac tor in women's
in volve ment in the crimi nal jus tice sys tem (Bloom, Chesney- Lind, and Owen,
1994). As such, sub stance abuse treat ment needs to be in cluded as part of com mu -
nity cor rec tions. Women on pro ba tion and pa role who are man dated to drug treat -
ment are of ten re ferred to com mu nity treat ment pro grams. Be cause men out num ber
women in drug treat ment by about five to one (Ab bott, 1994), many pro grams are
co- gender and based on a male model of ad dic tion. How ever, men and women ex pe -
ri ence dif fer ences in terms of their re cov ery pro cess. Men in re cov ery tend to em -
pha size the prob lems caused by the con se quences of drug use, and women more
of ten re port the “stres sors” lead ing to drug use (Ryan, 1981). Af ter en try into treat -
ment pro grams, women find re cov ery com pli cated by child care is sues, in ade quate
so cial sup port sys tems, and lack of fi nan cial re sources (Ryan, 1981). They also suf -
fer from higher rates of eat ing dis or ders, co- occurring dis or ders, and health prob -
lems. Treat ment for women pro ba tion ers and pa rol ees must take these com plex
is sues into ac count. 

Spe cial pro grams are also needed to ad dress the needs of women pro ba tion ers and 
pa rol ees with men tal ill ness and co- occurring dis or ders. These can in clude men tal
health pro grams pro vided by com mu nity men tal health agen cies or pro ba tion, spe -
cial su per vi sion prac tices, and sys tem in te gra tion strate gies. Vey sey (1994) notes
that in di vidu als on pro ba tion who have men tal ill ness re quire ac cess to a full range
of men tal health serv ices. 

Assessing Policies and Programs for Gender-Responsivity 
It is help ful for agen cies and ju ris dic tions to un der take a thor ough re view of its poli -
cies and pro grams re gard ing women of fend ers. Of ten, due to a pau city of pro grams,
women are as signed to the pro grams and serv ices that are avail able re gard less of
whether these pro grams meet the par ticu lar needs of the of fender. 
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Fol low ing are some ques tions that may be use ful in an as sess ment of an agency's
or ju ris dic tion's ap proaches for women:

n Does the pol icy/prac tice en cour age gender- specific as sess ment tools and treat -
ment plans, and does it match ap pro pri ate treat ment with the iden ti fied needs of
the women and girls it serves? 

n Is the pol icy/prac tice grounded in the ory, and is it ac cu rately de signed around sta -
tis ti cal data and de vel op men tal re search that is veri fi able and re li able?

n Does the pol icy/prac tice ac knowl edge and value the worth of in di vidu als, re gard -
less of their back grounds and of fense his to ries?

n Does the pol icy/prac tice ac knowl edge and af firm com mon al ties and re spect dif -
fer ences among and within groups (e.g., race, class, and sex ual ori en ta tion)?

n Does the staff re flect the cli ent popu la tion in terms of race/eth nic ity, gen der, and
sex ual ori en ta tion?

n In co- correctional set tings, what is the ra tio of women to men? Do men sub stan -
tially out num ber women?

n If the pro gram is for women only, what is the com po si tion of the staff in terms of
gen der, race/eth nic ity, and sex ual ori en ta tion?

n What are the pro gram's mis sion, goals, and ob jec tives? Is there men tion of the
unique needs of women and in ter ven tions spe cific to this popu la tion?

n Does the pro gram em pha size a “re la tional” treat ment ap proach and en cour age the 
de vel op ment of growth- producing, trust ing, and healthy re la tion ships?

n Does the pro gram be gin at the point where the woman is in her life and pro ceed in 
a man ner that is sen si tive to the pace and di rec tion that she chooses? 

n Does the pro gram util ize posi tive fe male role mod els and men tors?

n Does the pro gram ad dress trauma re lated to physi cal, sex ual, and emo tional abuse?

n Does the pro gram ad dress chemi cal de pend ency within a con text of trauma re -
lated to physi cal, sex ual, and emo tional abuse?

n Does the pro gram ad dress preg nancy and par ent ing is sues, in clud ing fam ily re -
uni fi ca tion?

n Does the pro gram pro vide for de vel op ment of skills that may lead to fu ture em -
ploy ment in both tra di tional and non tra di tional set tings?

n Does the pro gram ad dress is sues re lated to tran si tion to the com mu nity (e.g., safe
and af ford able hous ing, af ter care, job train ing and place ment, and child care)? 

n Does the pro gram of fer com po nents such as in di vid ual change (e.g., drug treat -
ment), re la tional change (e.g., deal ing with de struc tive re la tion ships), and
com mu nity change (e.g., al ter ing the cul tural and struc tural con texts sur round ing
women, which may con trib ute to their prob lems or so lu tions)? 

n Is the pro gram child- friendly? Is the en vi ron ment con du cive to en hanc ing fam ily
re la tion ships? Does it of fer serv ices to women and their chil dren and care giv ers? 
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n Does the pro gram em pha size the build ing of sup port sys tems (e.g., women's re -
source net works, child care net works, trans por ta tion as sis tance, ad vo cacy
or gani za tions, and ra cial, eth nic, and cul tural pro grams)?

n Does the agency pro vide staff train ing in gender- specific and cul tur ally ap pro pri -
ate is sues and serv ice de liv ery?

A Framework for Successful Intervention 
Women in volved in the crimi nal jus tice sys tem pres ent dif fer ent cir cum stances and
needs than those of their male coun ter parts. Ef fec tive gender- responsive su per vi sion
strate gies and ap proaches must ad dress these is sues. Suc cess ful in ter ven tions should
re late to the so cial re ali ties from which women come and to which they will re turn.
They must also be sen si tive to cul tural dif fer ences and ex pec ta tions; su per vi sion and 
pro gram ap proaches need to re flect this aware ness. We are learn ing more about how 
to treat women of fend ers and de sign in ter ven tions that are tai lored to their needs. 

Cov ing ton and Bloom (1999) sug gest a need to shift the ques tion of “What
works?” to “What is the work?” They pro pose the fol low ing frame work:

n Pre vent jus tice sys tem en try—Cre ate a com mu nity re sponse to the is sues that
im pact women's lives and in crease their risk for crimi nal jus tice in volve ment. In
or der to pre vent women from en ter ing the sys tem, community- based sub stance
abuse treat ment, eco nomic sup port, and a com mu nity re sponse to vio lence against 
women should be pro vided.

n Do no harm—Cre ate al ter na tives to se cure cus tody for women in the crimi nal
jus tice sys tem. Mod ify poli cies and pro ce dures that of ten re- traumatize sur vi vors
of prior abuse. 

n Cre ate gender- responsive serv ices—Pro vide serv ices (both con text and con -
tent) that are com pre hen sive and re late to the re al ity of women's lives. Pro grams
should con sid er larger is sues of pov erty, race, and gen der ine quali ties as well as
in di vid ual fac tors that im pact women in the crimi nal jus tice sys tem.

n Build com mu nity sup port—Cre ate a sys tem of sup port within com mu ni ties that
pro vides as sis tance (hous ing, em ploy ment, trans por ta tion, fam ily re uni fi ca tion,
child care, drug and al co hol treat ment, peer sup port, and af ter care) to women who 
are re turn ing to their com mu ni ties. 

For fur ther in for ma tion, con tact Bar bara Bloom, Sonoma State Uni ver sity, at
(707) 778- 7270, e- mail bloom@sonoma.edu, or Anne McDi ar mid, Da kota County Com -
mu nity Cor rec tions, (651) 552- 3087, e- mail anne.mcdi ar mid@co.da kota.mn.us. n
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